Expression of c-erbB-2 gene in human head and neck carcinoma.
The c-erbB-2 oncoprotein is a transmembrane protein the presence of which has been associated with poor prognosis in several human neoplasms. However, there has been no comprehensive assessment of its value as a potential prognostic marker in head and neck squamous cell carcinoma. Archival specimens from 93 patients, treated surgically for squamous cell carcinoma of the head and neck between 1981 and 1989, were analyzed by immunohistochemistry using an anti-c-erbB-2 monoclonal antibody; of these, 43 (46%) were positive for c-erbB-2 staining. The majority of stained specimens (41%) displayed staining predominantly at the cell surface, while mixed membrane and cytoplasmic staining was less common (9%). Only 4% shared exclusively cytoplasmic staining. Since the specimens were archival, the cytoplasmic staining is probably a consequence of variable handling and/or fixation at the time of tissue removal. Therefore, only cases exhibiting distinct cell surface membrane staining in more than 10% of tumor cells were regarded as positive. There is a definite association between immunohistochemical detection of c-erbB-2 and head and neck squamous cell carcinoma, since almost half of the tumor specimens manifested detectable c-erbB-2 protein. However, this association could not be extended to a predicted disease progression or outcome, since there was no significant correlation between c-erbB-2 staining and tumor size, stage of disease, histologic differentiation, lymph node status or patient survival.